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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

This National Coastal Condition Assessment 2010 (NCCA 2010) is the fifth in a series of reports 

assessing the condition of the coastal waters of the United States, including a vast array of 

beautiful and productive estuarine, Great Lakes, and coastal embayment waters. It is part of the 

National Aquatic Resource Surveys (NARS), a series of statistically based surveys designed to 

provide the public and decision makers with nationally consistent and representative information 

on the condition of all the nationôs waters. The NCCA 2010 answers questions such as: What is 

the condition of the nationôs coastal waters, and is that condition getting better or worse? What 

is the extent of the stressors affecting them? 

This report is based on an analysis of indicators of ecological condition and key stressors in the 

coastal waters of the Northeast, Southeast, Gulf of Mexico, West, and Great Lakes regions of 

the conterminous United States. These waters are enormously varied and valuable, including 

remarkable resources as diverse as Narragansett Bay; the Chesapeake Bay; the subtropical 

waters of Biscayne Bay and Tampa Bay; San Francisco Bay and Puget Sound; and the 

nearshore waters of the Great Lakesðthe largest expanse of fresh surface water on earth.  

In the summer of 2010, the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) and state, tribal, and federal 

partners sampled 1,104 sites in 

these waters, representing 35,400 

square miles of U.S. coastal waters. 

They used the same methods at all 

sites to ensure that results would be 

nationally comparable. This report 

examines four indices as indicators 

of U.S. coastal condition: a benthic 

index, a water quality index, a 

sediment quality index, and an 

ecological fish tissue contaminant 

index. Figure ES-1 summarizes 

these findings. 

 

 

 

Collecting a sediment sample for analysi s. (Photo 
courtesy of Treda Grayson)  



Page x National Coastal Condition Assessment 2010  

 
Figure ES -1. Condition of the nationôs coastal waters for each of the four NCCA indices (U.S. 

EPA/NCCA 2010) . Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding.  

Key Findings 

Biological Quality 

A majority of coastal and Great Lakes nearshore waters support healthy communities of benthic 

macroinvertebrates (bottom-dwelling creatures such as worms and clams) which are indicators 

of biological quality. Data show that 56% of the nationôs coastal and Great Lakes nearshore 

waters are rated good for biological quality, 10% are rated fair, and 18% are rated poor based 

on the benthic index. Data are incomplete or missing for 15% of waters. The Northeast Coast 

has the highest percentage of waters rated poor for biological quality (27%). 

Water Quality 

Water quality is rated good in 36% of coastal and Great Lakes nearshore waters, fair in 48%, 

and poor in 14% based on the water quality index. Components of the water quality index 

include phosphorus, nitrogen, water clarity, chlorophyll a, and dissolved oxygen. The most 

widespread of these stressors is phosphorus (rated poor in 21% of waters). Too much 

phosphorus can enter coastal waters from sources such as sewage and fertilizer runoff and 

result in large algal blooms, increased levels of chlorophyll a, and reduced water clarity and 




























































































































































































































